Impairments in functional subsets of T-suppressor (CD8) lymphocytes, monocytes, and natural killer cells among asbestos-exposed workers.
Peripheral blood leukocytes from asbestos-exposed workers were analyzed by dual color flow cytometry using monoclonal antibodies that identify developmental (HLA-DR) and functional (Leu 8) subsets of T helper, suppressor lymphocytes, and monocytes. An increase in the number of T suppressor cells was closely associated with a decrease in T lymphocyte functions while numerical defects in activated monocytes (Leu M3+Ia+) and natural killer cells (Leu 7+) were correlated with a depressed Th/Ts ratio. Furthermore, among asbestos-exposed workers with depressed T cell functions we have demonstrated a significantly higher number of the effector Ts (Leu 2+ Leu 8-) subset which regulates both the Th/Ts lymphocyte system as well as B cells and NK cell activities. These findings identified changes in the T suppressor feedback regulatory loop as being responsible for the immunoregulatory imbalance among long-term asbestos workers. In double blind analyses of demographic and radiographic data these phenotypic changes were not correlated with age, smoking history, or duration of exposure but were associated with radiographic evidence of asbestos-associated effects. This correlation established a direct link between asbestos exposure and the subsequent development of immune dysfunction.